Social involvement in rural areas. A methodological approach by Diaz Puente, Jose Maria et al.
Social involvement in rural areas. A methodological 
approach 
José M. Díaz-Puente 1, Francisco J. Gallego 2, Pablo Vidueira 1 
 
1 Agricultural Engineering School, Polytechnic University of Madrid. Avenida Complutense 
S/N, 28040 Madrid, Spain. {jm.diazpuente@, pvm@alumnos.}upm.es 
2 Institute of Community Development of Cuenca. Calle Segóbriga, 7, 16001, Cuenca, 
Spain. fgallego@idccuenca.org  
 
Abstract. Community development must be accompanied by a social 
involvement process which creates functional groups of citizens capable of 
taking responsibility for their own development. It is important that this process 
promotes a structure for all population groups and provides the appropriate 
institutional and technical support. The present paper addresses these issues 
from a methodological approach based on over 25 years of experience by the 
Institute of Community Development of Cuenca in revitalizing rural areas of 
the Spanish province of Cuenca. The long-term perspective of this experience 
provides some keys which can be used to successfully support the process of 
social involvement in rural areas.  
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Partnership. 
1   Introduction 
Efforts to streamline the network of associations began with community organization. 
This concept is understood as a process where the community strives to control its 
problems and reach solutions through its organizations and institutions [23]. 
Therefore, the existence of organized groups of individuals acting together is essential 
[37], as well as the role of external actors in collaborating with the community 
throughout this process [30]. 
This role for the community depends on the existence of functional citizens’ 
groups that promote individual participation, as well as the community’s ability to be 
an active and responsible agent in the development process [43]. That is why the 
social involvement process is so essential and must always play a key role in the 
process of community development. The goal is to open channels for participation 
through which individuals can identify and prioritize their needs, and to encourage the 
work for supporting the development of the community [32], [20]. 
However, the presence of this boost to encourage participation does not guarantee 
that a genuine process of community development will take place [18]. The process of 
revitalization should be inclusive with all population groups. Numerous studies show 
the failure of development processes that only include certain groups of people [18], 
[35], [39], [6], [38], [22]. 
Similarly, it is crucial to the success of this process that the community is provided 
with the appropriate technical support [2] and with the support of public institutions 
[43], [2], [9], throughout the process of identification and prioritization of needs, as 
well as in creating development measures and in the analysis of resource availability. 
Since the late nineties, within the framework of the LEADER Initiative, there has 
been a lot of research carried out regarding the changing role of public institutions 
and the processes targeting rural development [11], [29], [42], [46], [40], [19], [8]. 
The gradual democratization of developed countries has led to a change in the 
perception of development from traditional top-down approaches (welfare) to bottom-
up approaches, based on the direct use of national resources [44], [33], [10]. This 
change is essential for the viability of social structuring process [26], [7], and also has 
allowed to non-state organizations ⎯which have the ability to mobilize local potential 
[10]⎯ to take on a very important role as community partners in the development 
process. This role is especially important in terms of the organization within society 
[35], [25], [12] and even more so in areas with low population density, which can be 
characterized by intense isolation and rural exodus [38]. The contribution made by 
these associations is needed in order to achieve a more inclusive and participatory 
form of development [39], [22]. Public institutions need to trust that these 
associations and local actors are able to carry out proper management of the 
development process [26]. 
This article focuses on the social involvement model implemented by the Institute 
of Community Development of Cuenca (hereafter IDC Cuenca) during over 25 years 
in underpopulated rural areas. Based on this long term perspective, the article 
discusses a model founded on social inclusion and the promotion of participation by 
all sectors of the population by providing encouragement and support, prioritizing its 
most pressing needs, and seeking innovative responses to these needs. It will also seek 
to provide solutions with regard to the relationship between public institutions and 
local associations and the role played by these associations in the development 
process. This issue is crucial in determining the effectiveness of development 
programmes. It concerns individuals, partnerships and policy makers alike [2], [3]. 
2   Context 
2.1. Institutional Context: The IDC of Cuenca 
The IDC of Cuenca is a non-profit association founded in 1984 with the intention of 
promoting community development in depressed rural areas within the province of 
Cuenca, Spain. For over 25 years, it has been working to achieve three main 
objectives. Its first objective is to upgrade human resources and the structure of 
society in order to encourage a process of development within a framework of 
equality that improves quality of life and avoids further depopulation of rural 
communities. Its second objective is to preserve and enhance the regional identity, 
rural culture and natural resources. Finally, the association attempts to build on 
current innovation and quality practices in agriculture and promote entrepreneurship 
through the incorporation of new techniques and technologies. 
These objectives are achieved through a methodology founded on ensuring access 
to information, improving training opportunities and encouraging the creation of a 
dynamic body of actors. The IDC seeks to encourage the development of these 
processes through promotional strategies, a thorough knowledge of the reality of the 
situation within the region and the formation of links within the population. After 25 
years, this methodology has been shown to be capable of responding both to the needs 
as perceived by the local population and the more specific and urgent needs of the 
development process, reconciling the two with the initial context of each individual 
community. Thus, the IDC has established itself as an association for the development 
of far-reaching growth within the territory and, as discussed below, has spearheaded 
numerous development processes within the Cuenca province. 
2.2. Regional Background: The province of Cuenca 
The province of Cuenca is located in Spain, in the the central-eastern area of the 
country. The province covers 17,141 km2 [14] and has 217,363 inhabitants [16]. The 
population density of the province is 12.68 inhabitants per km2 [16], well below the 
national average of 90.6 inhabitants per km2 [17] and the European Union average of 
113.5 inhabitants per km2 [17]. Of the 238 municipalities within the province, almost 
80% (186 municipalities) have a population density of less than 10 inhabitants per 
km2, and 111 municipalities have less than 4 persons per km2 [15]. Currently, the 
majority of the province is suffering the effects of depopulation, as demonstrated by 
the loss of 34,208 inhabitants (13%) since 1970 [13], and it is classified as a 
disadvantaged area at risk of depopulation by the Spanish Agricultural White Paper 
[27]. 
The area is characterized by a marked trend towards the predominance of agriculture, 
lack of training and service offerings, communication deficiencies ─initially relating 
to poor road infrastructure and currently linked to deficits in information technology 
and communications─ and social dislocation.  IDC Cuenca is working to reverse 
these trends. In some cases, however, they continue to drive individuals away from 
the area. 
These trends were reflected in Spain’s Sustainable Rural Development Program for 
2010-2014 (regulated by Law 45/2007), in which three of the five regions of Cuenca 
are among the rural areas identified as development targets due to low population 
density, the predominance of agricultural activity, low income levels, the significant 
extent of its geographic isolation and the difficulties of regional restructuring. The 
two remaining regions are classified as intermediate rural areas, which are areas that 
have low to medium population density, diversified employment, low to medium 
income levels and are geographically remote from major urban centers [28]. 
3   Methodology of the social development process 
The IDC has promoted Cuenca over the course of the past 25 years, implementing a 
process of community development in its less populated rural areas and expending 
much of its effort in revitalizing the network of local associations and creating 
partnerships. This has primarily occurred in the form of locating and securing the 
cooperation of agencies and public and private entities in promoting the idea of 
development through potential synergies between endogenous and exogenous growth 
in the area [7]. This dynamic process, spearheaded by the IDC, has a number of 
distinctive features and methods. It is precisely these methods that have allowed this 
process to be ongoing today after 25 years. 
Among these methods is the concept of social involvement as a process [36], [5] 
which begins as a set of successive and coherent phases. Another significant feature is 
the initiation of an established self-identity [31], [1] which seeks to unite the local 
population through an appreciation of its region, reinforcing their involvement in the 
development process once it begins. The third methodological feature of this process 
is the establishment of links between the association and the local population. Finally, 
this process places a strong emphasis on the analysis of social involvement and 
community development experiences in other areas. These can serve as the basis for 
the design of operational partnership models. 
In addition to these methods, the IDC’s work in the field of social involvement 
employs two main tools. The first is promotion, encouraging people to get involved in 
the process and, consequently, in their transformation into agents of change and 
growth within their own region [4]. The second is the accompaniment of this process 
with technical assistance in resolving all of the existing needs in the region through 
training, planning methodologies and tools, and providing an accountability 
framework for the implementation, monitoring and evaluation of initiatives [8]. 
Driven by promotional activities, a series of operational models to guide the 
structure and functioning of these associations have been designed. These models 
should be flexible in order to respond to the situation and the needs identified by the 
local population. 
The social development process begins by channeling the established needs of the 
population through tailored operative models. These early experiences will be deemed 
successful if they manage to address the needs expressed by the population. To this 
end, the IDC provides support in the form of technical assistance and collaboration 
with its local associations. Positive results are used as a source of inspiration and 
motivation for groups not yet firmly rooted in the social structuring process. This 
encourages the population to continue its development process. Responding to their 
needs through partnership projects leads to an improvement in social structure and 
provides increased stimulation for other groups. Figure 1 outlines the methodology of 
the social involvement process implemented by the IDC over the course of the past 25 
years. 
 
 Fig. 1. Methodology of social involvement process implemented by the IDC of Cuenca.  
4   Conclusions 
Social development is one of the strongest guarantees for the progression of any 
development program [41] and is particularly important in areas with low population 
density. The model analyzed in this paper begins by encouraging people, in this case 
through the endogenous culture, and prompting them to unite because of their 
appreciation of the region and their interest in improving their living conditions. This 
methodological factor has also facilitated the entry of the IDC into the region in a way 
which is close to the population. The cooperative work created ties and mutual 
understanding between the IDC and local population. 
The elements that act as stimuli are usually outside the community. In addition to 
culture, there are other factors such as perceived threats to their interests [2], the 
positive stimulus of an external agent [30] or the demonstration effect.  The 
demonstration effect ⎯when a group is organized and plunged into the development 
process and becomes a stimulus for other groups in the territory⎯ is deeply rooted in 
rural areas and is essential in the social involvement process. 
Another important methodological aspect is to have a defined working philosophy 
and the ability to adapt to the various initiatives that will be carried out. This can be 
seen throughout the work of the IDC although the cultural caravan is a prime example 
of something that was not proposed directly by the IDC Cuenca, but rather the 
provincial council under agreement with the IDC. However, the IDC learned to apply 
their principles to the activities in order to achieve the results shown above. 
However, the community must have a full sense of ownership over the 
development process [2]. Therefore, it is necessary that the community is involved in 
determining those who actually require immediate help, rather than relying on the 
perspective of an external agent that will identify those who appear most 
urgent. Addressing the needs felt by the population unites individuals in achieving 
these goals.  Actions to address needs not generating consensus results in division 
between those who agree and those who do not. Shared experiences adapted to the 
prioritised needs of the population should be based on flexible models which can 
provide innovative responses to those needs within their own specific context. In 
addition to the experience of the IDC Cuenca, it is clear that the response to these 
perceived needs will reveal new ones which encourage the continuation of the 
community development process [34]. 
Finally, the IDC’s technical assistance and aid for associations emerging in the 
territory is of crucial importance. One aspect of this assistance targets the 
achievement, through partnerships, of plans that will provide content for the process 
and act as a force for greater cohesion among its members. Ongoing educational 
programmes, designed to strengthen awareness of the local situation and provide the 
population with new skills that promote social participation and develop leaders for 
the new development processes, are also crucial in this regard. 
The process of social structuring encouraged by the Cuenca IDC has followed a 
specific guideline: associations arise as a consequence of the desire and will of their 
members to contribute to the achievement of certain objectives within their 
community. In this context, the role of the IDC is to encourage and facilitate this 
process through its tools and methodological characteristics. The role of this process 
of social activism is to promote social structure and enable people to address various 
aspects of their development according to their own needs [2]. This development 
becomes sustainable when the associations generate it themselves by forming new 
partnerships that continue to deepen through increased structuring of their society and 
additional improvements in the quality of life of their region’s population. 
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